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Teaching Online: Creating Student Engagement 
Geoffrey Dick 




In this time of worldwide upheaval and with universities struggling to cope with vast numbers of students being forced 
into online classes, student interest and engagement in their studies has become more important. Online classes do 
not provide the inherent discipline that face-to-face environments do, which the turmoil many find in their home lives 
today exacerbates. In this paper, I suggest that, as instructors, we have a responsibility to our students to help them 
to “want to be there”. Drawing on my personal experiences over many years, I suggest that ways to ignite and retain 
student interest revolve around building rapport, establishing communication links, and using course content. I make 
several suggestions for how instructors might do so while acknowledging that no all-encompassing solution exists.  
Keywords: Online Classes, Pedagogy, Student Engagement. 
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1 Introduction 
When the dust settles on the coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic and we look back at 
what we did right and wrong as we pushed the students into an online environment, we will see two 
groups of students: those who enjoyed the experience (or a least found ways to accommodate it) and 
those who did not. This last group will include most students who have dropped out, achieved lower 
grades than they should, or perhaps left for another institution. What we have done in the past to 
encourage and involve students in online learning takes on extra importance today as many students 
probably did not want to attend online classes and were perhaps felt frustration due to problems and 
issues that arose.  
For a long time, I have advocated the idea that, to succeed in higher education, students need to have two 
of three attributes: 1) be relatively bright, 2) be willing to work hard, and 3) enjoy the course material. Any 
two will work. While at first glance, this idea seems like a trite or even a puerile axiom in higher education, 
I believe the three attributes, as simple as they sound, cover a lot of what we look for in our students: 
recruit the best we can into our programs, improve their capacity for critical thinking and gathering 
knowledge, and cultivate and develop an inquiring mind immersed in the subject matter. While we as 
professors may not be able to do much about the first two, we can certainly do something about the third. 
We can make our classes interesting to the students and, thereby, encourage them to want to be there—
in today’s management-speak, we call that “engagement”. Wanting to be there takes on extra importance 
(indeed, for many students, it is essential) in an online learning environment. Many authors have 
commented on the need for student engagement in online classes. In reviewing the literature, Chakraborty 
and Nafukho (2014) and Martin and Bollinger (2018) both provide a long list. The formal classroom setting 
and regular meetings with the instructor disappear in an online environment, which leads to time-
management issues, frustration, and, potentially, a lack of interest and comprehension. Furthermore, 
remember most undergraduate students wanted to “go to college”, not necessarily to take a specific class, 
particularly an online one. Accordingly, I have structured my classes—particularly the online ones—to help 
students want to be in them. Indeed, student engagement takes on extra importance now when many 
students are not where they want to be. 
We can move towards achieving this goal and hopefully navigate our academic path through the 
pandemic by focusing even more strongly on three elements: 1) establishing rapport, 2) creating good 
communication links, and 3) using course content to suit students’ needs. 
2 Rapport with Students 
For me, students’ rapport with the professor and their fellow students (along with course content, but I will 
come to that later) constitutes the primary (indeed, essential) ingredient for helping students want to be in 
the online classroom and, therefore, in a position to have their interest in the topic ignited. While students 
will learn a great deal by interacting their peers, their connection to their professor needs to be first and 
foremost here—without feeling good about the professor, they may never bother with the rest of the class. 
I am not alone here of course (e.g., see Wright, Jones & Alba, 2013; Glazier, 2016). Over the years, I 
have attempted to build this rapport via several methods: 
1) I conduct class introductions, including a rather lengthy one (compared to what I ask the 
students for) from myself. Typically, I post a short, conversationally written bio with a picture or 
a short (3-4 minute) video in which I talk about the work I do, where and what I teach, some 
countries I have worked in, what interests me in research (keep that short), and usually one or 
two personal items that cover items such as my interest in wine, history, travels, and so on. 
Anything to humanize the professor! Try and do a good, almost professional, job on the video if 
you use one; looking down your nose at a laptop camera does not usually come across as a 
very good job. I encourage students to post something similar to a discussion board or put up a 
short video. While such videos may cause problems with large classes (since few students will 
care to wade through 100 student bios), in this case, such videos work best in smaller groups 
that student work in. The professor can grant access to all bios or videos granted later so 
students who would like to do so can. These “personal” introductions provide a friendly 
environment for students distracted by family health issues or other problems they are trying to 
overcome 
2) I respond promptly and in a personal manner to all student inquiries or correspondence. But 
perhaps I am obsessive about email and text messages. Remember that students highly value 
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quick and personal responses (including in class teaching evaluations!). Always use the 
student’s first name if possible but make sure you get it right. If I make a mistake in someone’s 
name, I send an apology as soon as I realize it. In today’s environment, students will likely 
interpret such a prompt response as “someone cares”. Australians are a fairly egalitarian lot, 
and we commonly use first names. I nearly always use mine in talking to or writing to students, 
and, while students in most countries in the world will happily reciprocate and address me by 
my first name, students from the US usually find it a struggle. For professors uncomfortable 
with this suggestion, I suggest trying some other sociable signoff such as “Prof” or “Prof Geoff”.  
3) In the early days of my work in this area, I taught an online class in Georgia in the US. At the 
beginning of each semester, I would travel to Georgia and hold the first class face-to-face. I 
also asked each student to come and talk with me for a few minutes outside class time to 
ensure that the students saw me (and I would tell them as much) as a “warm and friendly face” 
whom they could contact if they needed to. Many would have, or develop, time-management 
issues or other more personal problems that threatened their performance, and I believe the 
rapport we developed up front really helped those students to complete the course. For a fully 
online class or one where you cannot teach in a face-to-face environment, I would encourage 
you to hold a short meeting on Zoom or WebEx (or whatever your institution uses—even a 
WhatsApp video chat will work just as well) with each student—just five minutes or so to 
establish that contact at the beginning of term. These meetings also give you a feel for 
students’ access to, and ability with, the technology. Given that the COVID-19 pandemic has 
created circumstances applying that differ from usual, you can use this opportunity to get an 
early alert about potential problems.  
4) I usually give my students my mobile phone number along with a guide about how they should 
use it—something along the lines of “if something seems really important to you, and you think 
about it for minute or two, and it is still important, it probably is…. feel free to send me a text 
and if that doesn’t work, call”. In all the classes I have taught, I cannot think of a single instance 
where students have abused having my mobile number, and I am aware of several students 
who have very much appreciated it. Sometimes, you really do need to talk to somebody 
(especially now). I think it reasonable to say we can expect some problems, and having a 
number that a student can use in an emergency (real or perceived) could make a lot of 
difference. 
5) In addition to the above, you can also make students feel special in online classes and that you 
take an interest in them in several other ways. For instance, you can develop feedback on 
submitted work. As an example, if you suggest ways in which individual students can improve 
their writing in your feedback, the next time they submit something, make sure you comment 
on what they have (or have not) achieved in that area to show that you have remembered and 
taken a particular interest in that student’s development. Another approach you could try with 
small classes involves setting assignments that allow the students to focus on their particular 
area of interest. If you have students in your information systems class who want to go into 
healthcare and others who want to go into manufacturing, you could consider setting your 
assignments broadly enough that they each consider it from a perspective of particular interest 
to them. Of course, these suggestions increase grading time and may mean considerably more 
effort in setting work and record keeping, but they possibly take on extra importance at this 
time.  
At this point, you are probably beginning to realize (if you did not know already), that running an online 
class involves a lot of work. I once counted the hours, the communications, and the submissions I 
received and was rather startled by the resultant totals (Dick, 2013). Do not go into online teaching 
expecting it to be a cakewalk; about the only obvious benefits are the absence of a commute and working 
at a time and place to suit yourself. 
3 Communications 
In Section 2, I mention communication as part of building rapport. We mostly all need to realize that most 
students use communications technology differently to the way we do. Many years ago (2005 or 
thereabouts), I suggested to my then 15-year-old daughter, who was complaining that she could not 
contact a friend via Facebook or text, that she send an email. She responded with: “Dad, no one uses 
email anymore!”. I found her answer quite surprising—I had thought I had now reached a technological 
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equivalence with my students; apparently, I had not. They had been there and moved on. I tried following 
them to Facebook but that did not work either. Today, I think most students would agree that they see 
email as a formal communications medium suitable mainly for appealing grades or applying for jobs. Put 
bluntly, that means many students (especially students distracted by pandemic issues) will not be likely to 
read your carefully composed and informative email at least with the alacrity and timeliness you expected. 
Nevertheless, while communicating with students as a group about syllabus changes, meetings, due 
work, grading changes, calculating a final grade, and so on is important, it takes on extra importance in an 
online class (Fahy, 2003; Dixson, 2010; Kim, Song, & Luo, 2016) where we do not have the ability to see 
if students have received our message by looking around the room. To resolve this issue, I suggest 
several steps. 
1) If my learning management system (LMS) allows it, I try and set it up so that announcements 
that I post appear on a course’s front page whenever the student opens that course. (Some 
LMS allow students to configure them to suit their own idiosyncrasies and habits.) 
2) I use a simple color coding system for announcements to students via the LMS—new 
announcements have a red title, so the students can see at a glance if there is anything new. 
Of course, you have to go back and edit these to black when you put up a new announcement 
or a certain time has elapsed. You need to ensure you do not forget to change the color; 
otherwise, students will become immune to any new announcements.  
3) For any important announcements, I use both LMS announcements and send the content in an 
email to all students. For very important announcements, I ask students to confirm they have 
received the message and follow up with those who do not respond promptly. In doing so, you 
will obtain another opportunity to see if any of your students need help. 
4) I rarely (if ever) use the email systems in LMS—in my experience, students do not use them.  
5) Follow the practice of asking one or two students to review a draft of an important email to 
make sure they clearly understand what they need to do. Typically, I find them only too happy 
to participate and contribute in this way, and I have found their participation useful in that their 
different perspective often reveals flaws in my carefully constructed wording. We do not want 
them confused when they read the email—they have enough other pressing matters now. 
If you are not already with me on this point, rapport requires communication. If students feel that you do 
not keep them up to date, they do not know what is happening, or that you take little interest in their 
circumstances, they will not want to be there. At the conclusion of my class in early 2020 when the 
COVID-19 pandemic moved classes online, I conducted a survey that included open ended questions as 
to what students liked and did not like about the class in its online mode. Probably the most common 
response to the question as to what they liked about the course concerned communication. For instance, 
many students made comments such as: 
Our professor communicating with us frequently and being available when help was needed. 
I do like that you were engaging with the students despite the pandemic, you did try to reach out 
numerous times rather than just disappearing and you answered any questions we had to the 
best of your ability in a timely fashion so that was lovely. 
4 Course Content 
Course content constitutes the third area in an online class that we can use to ensure the students want to 
be and remain there. Why am I taking this class? What does this have to do with me? Students find it hard 
to be enthusiastic about any course unless they know the answer to those questions. In the absence of a 
face-to-face interaction with an animated, passionate professor, students can find it hard to obtain the 
answers; again, online classes put an extra barrier in their way. My suggestions here also pertain to the 
face-to-face environment but I find that they take on extra importance in an online (never mind a non-
voluntary) class. I always align the first presentation to what I call “making you want to be here” and tell 
them that, if at the end of the first couple of weeks that they have not decided that they do want to be 
there, then I have failed. As such, I would suggest: 
1) Devote the first presentation to why the subject matter is not only important and interesting but 
directly relevant to students’ future careers. By this stage, you should have an idea of some of 
their interests and intentions. Thus, use specific examples—as many as you can. I use IS/IT 
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examples to illustrate the role that one can expect technology to play in their lives, work, and 
home (e.g., robotic process automation, social media influences on decisions, telemedicine, 
etc.). 
2) Conduct a small group discussion to help students find ways to demonstrate how the material, 
at least as your initial presentation outlines, pertains to them as individuals. 
3) Continually revisit the first point above every week; I try and find something in each topic that 
directly pertains to the students’ current or future work. 
4) Textbooks can be rather dry. Thus, I start by finding readings from the quality newspapers or 
magazines such as The New York Times or The Economist that cover some aspect of the 
course (technology use to monitor and control citizens, the influence of Amazon, hacking and 
the results, the role of social media in data collection and use, etc.). I start them off on these 
readings and then return to the topics they address via the textbook or more formal material. At 
this time, one can introduce models so they can better understand what led to the outcome 
they have read about rather than consider the models in abstract. 
5 Suggestions, Challenges, and Lessons Learned 
Imagine for a moment a presentation in the “normal” classroom: wide-awake and attentive students who 
hang on your every word and ask erudite and thought-provoking questions or, perhaps, who, eyes glazed 
over, surreptitiously check the score in a ball game or send text messages back and forth. Wherever your 
presentation falls along this continuum (and we have probably all been at both ends), you receive 
immediate feedback that enables you to adjust your presentation accordingly. An online environment 
lacks such feedback. You have hardly any idea as to whether your message is getting through or you 
have even pitched it at the right level. Even synchronous presentations (which university administrators 
often frown on as they see online classes as allowing students to access them on their own schedules) 
provide limited feedback. Think of your recent pandemic-induced, Zoom-facilitated, virtual dinner party—
even though perhaps better than nothing, it is just not like being there. 
Presentations in online classes bring extra challenges. If you rely on lectures and presentations to get 
your message across in the face-to-face environment, that probably will not work here. I suggest you see 
your presentations as a way to foster your students’ interest in the course material and develop other 
activities for them to gain the required knowledge, such as conducting readings from CIO Magazine or 
International Data Group titles generally, discussing topics, conducting practical assignments that apply 
course material to the real world (I have the students search for security breaches reported in the press 
and analyze them), creating presentations for management, and so on. Remember the goal to make them 
want to be in the class. A student in an early class in Georgia provided the following feedback: “The 
instructor was both very interested and knowledgeable in the subject matter. He made the class fun and 
very understandable.”. 
Next, I present some lessons I have learned based on things I have found to work (or at least work a little 
bit). I think it is also reasonable to say that they helped out a lot with my classes in March to May, 2020; 
thus, at least to some extent, I have tested them in the pandemic.  
1) Set up your LMS so that students can easily navigate it. At this time, many students are 
already distracted and may give up or become frustrated if they need to search around to find 
material. 
2) Keep any presentations short. Students now may not even have large segments of time to 
devote to watching a presentation and will take shortcuts. Many instructional designers 
suggest around 10 minutes maximum and never more than 20. As such, presentations should 
focus on the key points. 
3) I try and use graphics rather than text to illustrate points. I try and only cover what I think are 
the essential messages of the chapter or material. Put some effort into finding suitable pictures 
to display—they need to grab students’ attention and preferably be slightly amusing and 
relevant. If you must use text (such as the slides that many textbook authors provide), do not 
read the text! 
4) I often set up a discussion forum based on something in the presentation (usually a graphic), 
which means that, in order to participate, they will have had to listen to (at least that bit of) the 
presentation and understand the graphic. 
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5) Seek feedback: ask a small group of students to comment on your presentations and tell you 
what they liked and what you need to improve. We need such feedback these days as we risk 
losing students; remember, they did not want to be there. If you do not find out what they like 
and did not like until the end of term, it is too late. 
6) Some instructors use synchronous presentations for students who can attend and record it for 
others to view later (or for all to review). Such presentations can work for feedback but expect 
that most of your students will soon take the second option (they may have more time and 
family issues now too). I would strongly advise against recording your classroom presentations 
without professional help and a lot of editing. 
7) Experiment with the technology available to you. Unfortunately, as your face and words appear 
on a screen (or come out of speakers), your audience will almost certainly compare you 
(without meaning to perhaps) to a professional interview or commentary on television. Such 
material is extremely expensive to produce: it often requires many takes and a professional 
filming and editing team. Educators would find it very hard (not to say expensive) to achieve 
such a product.  
8) Most often, I use narrated PowerPoint and export it to a video. I do not use a camera to 
capture myself talking. Instead, I include a picture in the bottom of the first PowerPoint slide. I 
make both available so the students can either download the PowerPoint or stream the video 
depending on what suits them best. (It seems most prefer the streaming video.) In this way, I 
also hope to avoid comparison with the more professional presentations that I mention above. 
9) Some technology enables you to pause your presentation so that students can answer “in-
video” questions—this feature may keep them awake, and the statistics might tell you how 
many remain still with you, but I think it has limited use otherwise. 
10) If you think you have not done a good job, console yourself in the early days with the thought 
that most others have not either. Longer term, you will need to improve. 
6 Conclusion  
As I ponder the lessons I have learned that I might be able to pass on, I think about one approach that has 
guided me over the years. That approach involves putting myself in students’ position. Imagine you are 
the student in today’s conditions, watching your presentations, struggling for access to a home computer 
with limited bandwidth, unable to contact a fellow student to discuss an assignment due tomorrow, trying 
to understand why a previous piece of submitted work received the grade it did, or wondering why the 
professor has not returned a call. COVID-19 rules and regulations exacerbate all these issues.   
In conclusion, the above suggestions clearly do not encompass everything. Under the particular 
circumstances we find ourselves in now where many students may find themselves in online classes for 
significant portions of their undergraduate degree (which, in most cases, they did not sign up for), I believe 
that we have both an opportunity and a responsibility to make their courses attractive, interesting, 
informative and, perhaps, even fun. Our payoff will be in their success. 
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